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IN  PRAISE  OF  LEANNESS 

"I  know  kou)  to   be  abated,   and 
I  know  how  to  abound.    .  . " 
VkU.   4:12 


Just  when  it  appeared  that  this  republic  would  die 
of  consumption,  God  sent  us  an  energy  crisis!   That's 
one  way  of  looking  at  it,  isn't  it?  And  preachers 
aren't  the  only  ones  talking  that  way,   Journalists 
and  television  commentators  have  been  rushing  past 
each  other  lately  to  speak  about  the  uses  of  adversity, 
or,  as  I  prefer  to  put  it,  "in  praise  of  leanness." 


The  lean  life  is  not  the  good  life  to  most 
Americans.   We  are  driven  by  'round  the  clock  adver- 
tisements and  the  needs  of  the  system  itself  to  prize 
the  cluttered  and  encumbered  life.   No  use  squeezing 
an  orange  when  you  can  push  a  button  and  have  it  done 
for  you!   No  use  brushing  your  teeth  by  hand  when  you 
can  employ  a  motorized  brush!   No  use  riding  public 
transportation  when  you  can  come  and  go  as  you  please 
in  your  own  car!   No  use  putting  up  with  the  incon- 
veniences of  heat  and  cold  when  you  can  avail  your- 
self of  year-round  air  conditioning!   No  use  devel- 
oping the  disciplines  of  the  inner  life  when  you  can 
skim  the  surface  of  many  places  through  the  luxury  of 
travel!   No  use  being  limited  to  3  or  4  suits  when 
you  can  buy  large  closets  and  fill  them  with  clothing 
to  match  your  every  mood  and  fancy!   Clearly  the  lean 
life  is  not  the  good  life  in  America. 


It  should  be  obvious  by  now  that  I  am  not  speak- 
ing about  leanness  of  body.   Obesity  is  a  symbol  of 
what  I  mean,  it  is  not  the  theme  itself.   Excessive 
weight  is,  of  course,  a  drag  on  life.   Perhaps  you 
noticed  just  this  past  week  the  results  of  a  survey 
conducted  among  business  executives  to  the  point  that 


fat  people  who  hold  executive  responsibilities  pay  a 
penalty  in  lost  income  up  to  as  much  as  $1,000  per 
pound  per  year!   In  the  higher  brackets  of  executive 
leadership  it  was  discovered  that  only  9%  were  10 
pounds  overweight  or  more.   However,  in  the  lower 
brackets  40%  of  the.  executives  canvassed  were  at 
least  10%  overweight. 

This  past  summer  while  preaching  and  lecturing  in 
the  Collins  Street  Independent  Church  in  Melbourne, 
Australia  I  discovered  a  new  method  of  fund  raising 
that  centers  in  the  problem  of  weight  reduction.   It 
seems  that  members  who  wished  to  commit  themselves  to 
a  reducing  program  let  the  fact  be  known.   They  then 
cast  about  within  the  congregation  for  a  sponsor. 
Various  members  came  forward  to  say,  for  example,  "I 
will  sponsor  Mary  Smith  to  the  tune  of  $10  per  pound." 

Those  who  enlisted  in  the  program  were  weighed  on 
honest  scales  in  a  very  private  room.   The  vital  sta- 
tistics were  recorded  by  a  man  whom  I'm  sure  was  both 
bonded  and  insured!   Eventually  a  sizeable  amount  of 
money  was  raised  for  a  worthwhile  cause.   I'm  not 
sure  that  I  want  to  commend  this  scheme  to  our 
Stewardship  Committee  here  at  Riverside.   If  you 
all  slimmed  down  the  church  would  look  less  crowded 
than  it  is. 


No,  I  use  the  term  leanness  to  speak  of  a  revised 
life-style  that  is  slowly  being  forced  upon  us  by  the 
energy  crisis.   The  term  "crisis"  can  be  misleading 
because  it  implies  that  what  we're  experiencing  — 
and  there  is  more  to  come  —  will  be  but  a  temporary 
phase .   Many  Americans  are  working  with  what  might 
be  described  as  the  rubber  band  theory.   They  hold 
that  conditions  are  like  a  stretched  rubber  band  that 
will  sooner  or  later  revert  to  its  earlier  shape.   All 
that  is  needed  is  a  little  patience  and  a  modicum  of 
reason. 

The  truth  of  the  matter  is  that  our  affluence  over 
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the  years  has  been  supported  by  international  and  do- 
mestic arrangements  that  will  never  be  the  same  again. 
The  rubber  band  will  not  snap  back  — ■  that  is  a  false 
and  misleading  model.   History  is  moving  into  a  new 
era. 

St.  Paul  could  write  from  a  Roman  jail,  "Not  that 
I  complain  of  want,  for  I  have  learned,  in  whatever 
state  I  am,  to  be  content,   I  know  how  to  be  abased, 
and  I  know  how  to  abound."  Paul  in  that  writing  was 
testifying  to  his  ability  to  adjust  to  temporal  cir- 
cumstances.  Some  days  you're  up,  some  days  you're 
down.   Some  days  you  eat  the  bear,  some  days  the  bear 
eats  you.   What  we  are  facing,  however,  is  not  the 
need  to  adjust  to  variations  in  our  daily  circum- 
stances, but  the  need  to  come  to  terms  with  a  perma- 
nent reduction  in  ease  and  comfort.   We  must  learn 
how  to  be  abased  —  not  in  the  short  run,  but  over 
the  long  haul . 


I  speak  in  praise  of  leanness  not  because  I  am 
an  optimist  by  nature  but  because  I  see  leanness  per- 
forming certain  valuable  services  for  us.   For  one 
thing,  leanness  can  help  us  come  to  terms  with  the 
death  of  colonialism.   Wherever  your  money  buys  more 
than  it  does  at  home  you  are  in  a  colonial  situation. 
As  a  nation  we  have  been  in  a  colonial  situation, 
vis-a-vis  the  rest  of  the  world,  for  a  long,  long 
time.   But  colonialism  is  dead  in  India.   It  is  dead 
in  Africa.   It  is  dying  in  South  America.   It  is 
dying  in  the  Near  East. 

The  oil  crisis  that  is  presently  upon  us  must  be 
seen  in  this  light.   Other  nations  are  not  willing  any 
longer  to  see  us,   who  represent  6%  of  the  world's 
population,  consume  more  than  40%  of  the  world's  raw 
materials.   Mohammed  Riza  Pahlevi,  the  fifty- four 
year  old  Shah  of  Iran,  put  it  to  us  straight  the 
other  day  when  he  said,  "The  industrial  world  will 
have  to  realize  that  the  era  of  their  terrific  pro- 
gress and  even  more  terrific  income  and  wealth  based 
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on  cheap  oil  is  finished.   They  will  have  to  find  new 
sources  of  energy  and  tighten  their  belts.   If  you 
want  to  live  as  well  now,  you'll  have  to  work  for  it."-*- 

We  are  not  sufficient  in  ourselves,  and  we  never 
have  been.   We  are  dependent  right  now  on  such  scarce 
items  as  aluminum,  copper,  zinc  and  oil.   There  are 
rumors  of  coming  shortages  in  bauxite,  lead,  magnesium 
and  even  in  iron  ore.   Nations  long  colonialized  no 
longer  feel  obliged  to  support  us  in  the  style  to  which 
we  have  grown  accustomed. 

General  Motors  has  a  larger  gross  profit  each  year 
than  any  country  in  Africa.   Yet,  General  Motors  ranks 
only  16th  among  American  corporations.   Once  backward 
nations  are  moving  forward,  demanding  a  better  shake. 
Colonialism  is  dead!   Who  would  dare  to  say  that  its 
death  is  not  an  act  of  God? 


For  another  thing,  leanness  can  help  us  temper 
our  commitment  to  the  profit  motive.   John  A.  T. 
Robinson  has  given  us  a  short  but  very  powerful  little 
book  called  The  Body.   In  it  he  makes  the  point  that 
following  the  Enlightenment  man  was  so  anxious  to 
assert  himself  against  the  impersonal  "theys"  that 
had  dominated  his  life,  that  he  resorted  to  a  hyper- 
intensive  "I."   Before  the  Enlightenment,  kings  with 
their  absolute  claims  and  barons  with  their  life  and 
death  powers  over  their  assorted  vassals  were  the 
nemesis  of  humankind.   With  the  Enlightenment  the 
sweep  went  clear  over  to  the  other  side.   The  col- 
lective "they"  would  now  be  resisted  and  offset  by 
a  dynamic  "I."   But  as  Robinson  observed,  "The 
alternative  to  the  'They'  is  not  'I'  but  'We.'"  2 

America  was  built  on  a  strongly  accented  "I." 
We  haven't  learned  to  say  "we,"  have  we?   Rather, 
we  have  prided  ourselves  on  rugged  individualism  and 
blind  allegiance  to  an  ever  rising  Gross  National 
Product  and  Gross  Personal  Product.   The  result  has 
been  astronomical  and  unconscionable  profits  for  some 
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and  perpetual  poverty  for  others,  and  a  reckless  en- 
dangerment  of  our  natural  resources  that  can  best  be 
described  as  ecological  rape. 

It  is  time  to  open  up  again  the  easy  alliance 
that  has  existed  between  the  Christian  faith  and  the 
values  of  our  profit-oriented  system.   Surely  on  the 
strength  of  the  parable  of  Dives  and  Lazarus,  Mary's 
Magnificat,  the  tenor  of  the  Beatitudes,  the  example 
of  Jesus,  and  the  indifference  to  property  that 
marked  the  earliest  Christians  —  the  church  has  no 
business  giving  its  uncritical  blessing  to  the  manic 
pursuit  of  wealth. 


Lastly,  and  coming  closer  home,  leanness  can 
unite  us  once  again  with  the  austerity  that  belongs 
to  the  Christian  life.  When  we  think  about  austerity 
in  connection  with  Christian  experience  we  usually 
write  it  off  as  Puritannical.   By  this  device  we 
seek  to  say  that  self-denial  —  the  instinct  to  save, 
the  "waste  not  want  not"  philosophy,  and  the  work 
ethic  —  do  not  belong  to  the  essence  of  Christian 
faith,  but  to  the  view  of  a  peculiar  people  who  have 
long  since  left  us.   But  what  if  austerity  be  in 
truth  a  perennially  valid  part  of  Christian  experi- 
ence!  We  cannot  simply  identify  it  with  the  Puritans 
and  view  it  as  a  dead  and  dated  emphasis. 

A  modest  life-style  becomes  those  who  live  in 
touch  with  Jesus,   A  certain  industry  is  demanded  of 
us .   A  certain  reverence  and  respect  for  the  uni- 
verse .   Those  who  understand  such  things  distinguish 
between  "labor  intensive"  industry  and  "energy  inten- 
sive" industry.   In  the  former,  things  are  produced 
through  good,  hard,  personal,  direct  human  exertion; 
in  the  latter,  by  means  of  buttons  and  switches  that 
command  electrical  power.   In  days  and  years  to  come 
we  will  be  forced  away  from  "energy  intensive"  pro- 
duction to  "labor  intensive"  production.  More  of 
our  own  muscle  and  sweat  will  go  into  the  world 
that  we  are  trying  to  create.   This  is  a  happy  pros- 
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pect.  It  will  reunite  us  with  the  earth  and  re- 
connect us  with  a  dimension  of  the  good  life  that 
has  been  all  but  abandoned. 

The  other  day  I  came  upon  some  words  of  E.  M. 
Forster  for  the  first  time.   It  seems  that  at  one 
point  in  his  career  this  distinguished  writer  came 
up  with  a  book  that  dealt  with  the  difficulties  of  the 
English  in  India.   Americans  in  large  numbers  bought 
the  book.   With  his  royalties  Forster  purchased  him- 
self a  wood.   Later  he  wrote  about  the  effect  of  this 
acquired  property  upon  his  character:   "In  the  first 
place,  my  wood  makes  me  feel  heavy.   Property  does 
have  this  effect.   Property  produces  men  of  weight, 
and  it  was  a  man  of  weight  who  failed  to  get  into 
the  kingdom  of  heaven.   He  was  not  wicked,  that  un- 
fortunate millionaire  in  the  parable,  he  was  only 
stout;  he  stuck  out  in  front,  not  to  mention  behind, 
and  as  he  wedged  himself  this  way  and  that  in  the 
crystalline  entrance  and  bruised  his  well-fed  flanks, 
he  saw  beneath  him  a  comparatively  slim  camel  passing 
through  the  eye  of  a  needle  and  being  woven  into  the 
robe  of  God. 

"The  Gospels  all  through,"  he  goes  on,  "couple 
stoutness  and  slowness.   They  point  out  what  is 
perfectly  obvious,  yet  seldom  realized:   that  if  you 
have  a  lot  of  things  you  cannot  move  about  a  lot,  that 
furniture  requires  dusting,  dusters  require  servants, 
servants  require  insurance  stamps,  and  the  whole  tangle 
of  them  makes  you  think  twice  before  you  accept  an  in- 
vitation to  dinner  or  go  for  a  bathe  in  the  Jordan. 

"As  for  the  immediate  effects  of  property  on 
people,  they  just  show  straightforward  logic.   It 
produces  men  of  weight.   Men  of  weight  cannot,  by 
definition,  move  like  lightning  from  the  East  unto  the 
West,  and  the  ascent  of  a  fourteen  stone  bishop  into 
a  pulpit  is  thus  the  exact  antithesis  of  the  coming  of 
the  Son  of  Man.   My  wood  makes  me  feel  heavy. "3 
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"I  know  how  to  be  abased."  Leanness  can  be  a 
God-send.   It  can  make  us  a  more  neighborly  people  in 
the  world.   It  can  make  us  more  humane  at  home.   It 
can  make  us  more  Christian  in  our  personal  aims  and 
values.   Pray  God  that  we  may  see  it  more  as  blessing 
than  as  curse. 
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